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Leading Lean 
Engage a culture of continuous improvement

Using Lean transformation strategies, providers are taking 
steps forward in strengthening work processes to improve 
performance in a business environment that increasingly 
demands greater value and efficiency from the health care 
delivery system. Yet for many organizations, holding and 
sustaining those gains over time is a challenge. 

The Lean journey — which begins with understanding  
the scope of work required, designing standard work 
solutions that best fit each provider’s needs and then 
deploying new work processes to meet those needs —  
doesn’t carry a completion date. It’s ongoing and must  
be sustained daily by an organizationwide commitment  
to continue improving. It’s also guided by the premise  
that the right process, for the right work, will produce  
the right results, with everyone sharing accountability  
for those results.

Commitment to learning is key
Sustainable work improvement is guided not only by the 
structures and processes in place but also by a commitment 
to become a learning organization — one that encourages 
the workforce to expand the boundaries of its abilities. One 
of the foundations of Lean transformation is creating a 
culture based on learning and sharing knowledge. The same 
drive to improve work design should also fuel the time, 
energy and resources to learn from education, training and 
coaching — and from customer feedback and relevant data.

Another part of that commitment to continuous improvement 
is establishing effective procedures to continually monitor 
work quality, ensure that it performs as intended, and 
intervene when work deviates from standard. Managers 
must assume responsibility for this role — and be equipped 
with the training, skills, time and executive support to drive 
improvement that sustains the work over time. 
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In other Lean-driven corporations, such as automaker 
Toyota, errors are considered opportunities for learning.  
As one health care provider leader noted, ongoing learning 
under a Lean management system creates a culture of 
inclusion, not of blame. Rather than focusing on who 
committed the error, the emphasis is on why it was done 
and how it can be fixed. Then the lessons learned from the 
experience are shared widely to expand the knowledge 
base of team members at all levels. 

Management sets the tone
How managers and executives function in an effective Lean 
management system requires continuous improvement in 
how they perform their work — eliminating wasteful work 
activities and focusing on observation, visual management 
and coaching keep developed processes from deteriorating 
over time. Some organizations have regular huddle-board 
sessions for their executives, who each “adopt” work units 
to which they deploy and share in those huddles and 
support the managers with leader rounding.

A health care organization CEO observed that when 
Lean-based management systems were implemented and 
regular department rounding became part of his regimen, a 
structure in place to monitor standard work — such as 
huddle boards — allowed him to create an ongoing dialog  
to review progress. By asking about specific issues, actions 
taken to address them and barriers to their solution, he 
could ensure that resources were directed appropriately to 
support improvement efforts.

A medical center found a key to sustained success through 
including specific metrics in their strategic plan, which 
provided system-level benchmarks for the success of 
overall improvement efforts. This information was deployed 
through the executive ranks to the director level, where 
each director had a scorecard based on the metrics to help 
frame daily management goals. All directors also maintain a 
performance board as a visual management tool to drive 
improvement and meet goals outlined on the scorecard. 

Adequate training a must
Adequate ongoing training and education in Lean 
methodology — and delivering it at the right time — is an 
essential component of a successful environment for 
sustaining improvement. For new employees, many 
organizations include up to a half-day orientation to Lean, 
its culture, and how it might differ from previous work 
environments.  

As part of its investment in training, one health care 
organization established a Lean academy with a curriculum 
featuring courses on the basics of Lean that review tools 
and methods, and include hands-on work on Lean events. 
Other courses highlight topics such as gathering and 
analyzing data over time and understanding the tools for 
running daily management boards. Additional offerings 
include the fundamentals of coaching and a two-day 
overview of Lean management systems. 

Other providers take their commitment to training even 
further, requiring executives, directors and managers to 
have as many as four days of instruction in Lean 
fundamentals, two days in coaching techniques, and 
several days in Lean-based management systems. This 
type of comprehensive training regimen helps build a 
knowledge base that allows them to also teach, coach and 
deliver just-in-time training to their employees — which in 
turn deploys more resources to supplement expertise from 
internal coaches and consultants. 

Many providers fall short in devoting sufficient resources  
to support applied learning, which involves presenting the 
optimal process, then using hands-on experiences and 
coaching that hones their skills to achieve the desired 
result. An upfront investment in this type of training helps 
avert poor process techniques and unnecessary mistakes 
further down the line. 

It’s equally important to link training solutions to overall 
strategic goals and specific improvement opportunities — 
they customize using approaches that are specifically 
relevant to the priority work at hand in the organization.  
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Employee engagement advances improvement
An engaged workforce that understands why it comes to 
work, and is driving necessary change, is another important 
attribute for maintaining and advancing a culture of 
Lean-based transformation. Improvement experts note a 
correlation between process improvement and employee 
engagement, and the sense of satisfaction that results 
from emphasizing employees’ importance in the process of 
continuous learning and improvement. 

Workers given opportunities to learn on the job and create 
solutions that help advance them and the organization find 
the “joy in work” that fuels long-term engagement and job 
satisfaction.  

And employees, as one CEO observed,  
transition from “renters” to “owners” of  
their work because improvement is driven  
from the front lines upward. 

Sustainability: a bottom-line advantage
Sustainable improvement ultimately strengthens all aspects 
of health care delivery, including the bottom line. Many 
providers successfully engaged in Lean transformation  
over a multiyear period have seen consistently significant 
savings, easing the pressures from external business forces 
for better financial performance.

One health care network, over a period of five years, 
realized approximately $100 million in total savings — 
without a negative effect on staffing levels. A recent fiscal 
year projection of $19 million in cost-reduction opportunities 
from Lean activities surged by year’s end to $33 million. 
The consistently positive financial results are now a cause 
for organizationwide recognition, generating a new 
internally branded campaign identifying Lean-driven 
savings that are feted at meetings attended by all teams. 

Another important benefit of sustained Lean-based 
improvement is the nurturing of a new generation of 
managers who are poised to lead the health care industry 
in a fundamentally different way. With the skills gained 
from internal facilitation of improvement efforts and 
managing led by quality as an operating system, the 
leaders of tomorrow are emerging from these 
transformation efforts.

Lean transformation is helping providers build a workforce 
populated by problem-solvers at all levels of operations — 
and moving the business of health care from a survival 
mode to one characterized by improvement and innovation 
achieved through a relentless pursuit of perfection.

 

To learn about process improvement  
transformation and sustaining results,  
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As the nation’s largest member-driven health care 
performance improvement company, Vizient provides 
network-powered insights in the critical areas of clinical, 
operational, and supply chain performance and empowers 
members to deliver exceptional, cost-effective care.


